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The ghost boy is trying to talk to me.

“Please,” he moans in his wispy voice. “Please help me.”

I ball my hand into a fist and punch him in the stomach.

“See,” I say over my shoulder to my cousin Thad. “It’s not real. It’s just one of those fake hologram things they always have at haunted houses. See how the ghost goes away when I block the light?”

The thing is, even though he’s pale and see-through and barely even there, the ghost doesn’t go away. I move over to the right, then back to the left, and no matter what I do, the ghost boy’s image stays whole.

Whoa, I think. How’d the Bloomingburg Bunnies and Chicks 4-H Club get their hands on such smoking hologram equipment?

I picked the wimpiest-sounding haunted house in three counties to take my cousin Thad to. Me, I like them all, the scarier the better. But Thad—don’t get me wrong. He’s a good kid. He’d have to be, being related to me and all. But he’s just a little bit ... disadvantaged.

Yeah, that’s the right word for it. He’s had to put up with stuff like his parents thinking it was cool to name him Thaddeus Eugene. And calling him that in front of other people. And making him take violin lessons instead of playing football like me. And telling him it might be dangerous to build a potato cannon or shoot a marshmallow gun. (I mean, marshmallows! Really? Really?)

All that wasn’t so bad when he was just a little guy. People always think little kids with big round glasses are cute. But Thad’s in fifth grade now. I have exactly ten months to get him ready for middle school.

If I don’t, those middle school kids are going to eat Thad alive.

I should know. I just started middle school this year.

So even though it kind of creeps me out that the ghost boy isn’t going away—and, in fact, seems to have really felt my punch and is doubled over in pain—I don’t let on. I look back at Thad, who’s pressed his scrawny body so tight against the opposite wall that he could almost be part of the ugly flowered wallpaper. Maybe he’s going for a camo effect with the haunted-house graffiti painted over the ugly flowers: KEEP OUT! and DIE! DIE! DIE!

I smile encouragingly at Thad, anyway.

“We’re really lucky,” I tell him.

“W-w-w-why?” Thad asks. “B-b-because the flesh-eating zombies who hang out with ghosts haven’t found us yet?”

For a moment I wonder how Thad knows about flesh-eating zombies. Oh, yeah—I told him. Somebody had to. Aunt Myrna almost never lets him watch TV, and he’s not allowed to read anything scarier than Heartwarming Dog Stories. He’s never even seen a PG movie. Sick, huh? Disadvantaged, just like I was saying.

The ghost in front of me lifts both arms, trying to grab my shoulders. Of course his hands go right through me, but I have to stop myself from taking a step back. This really isn’t a good time to think or talk about flesh-eating zombies.

“No, I mean, we’re lucky we got here before the crowds,” I tell Thad—staying focused, just like my football coach is always telling me to do. “We have the place to ourselves.”

“Except for the g-g-ghost,” Thad stammers.

“Yeah, here’s the thing,” I say. I turn around completely, turning my back on the ghost so I can look Thad square in the eye. “In middle school, you’re going to have to be brave enough to face a lot worse things than fake ghosts. So we’re going to start small and build up. Fake ghosts now, maybe one of those killer sled ramps over Christmas break—we keep at it, you’ll be the bravest sixth grader at Morrow Middle School by next August.”

“And I’ll be okay even if I get Hatchetface Hutchinson for English class?” Thad squeaks. “Even if I have a run-in with one of those big kids who already shave? Like Anthony Gorgonzola?”

I have to hold back a shiver at the mention of Hatchetface Hutchinson—who is actually my English teacher—and Anthony Gorgonzola who, so far, doesn’t even know I exist. I’d really like to keep it that way. But just hearing those names sets off a flood of frightening images in my brain: Hatchetface Hutchinson breathing down my neck, scolding in her cackly voice, “Now, where should that comma go?” and acting like she’ll give me the death penalty if I answer wrong. Anthony Gorgonzola strutting around like he owns the school—I’ve seen the principal hide from him, like even she’s afraid to stop him when he sneaks across the parking lot to hang out with the high school kids at lunch.

And did I mention that Principal Van Sutter herself is a pretty scary-looking woman?

“Right,” I say. My voice comes out sounding almost as wimpy as Thad’s. I shake my head to push the horrible images from my mind. I resist the urge to turn around to see what the ghost is doing behind me. I clear my throat and regain my focus.

“Now, here’s the plan,” I tell Thad. I sound strong again. Confident. “You’re not going to be able to count on me being around all the time next year in middle school. You’ve got to get brave enough to be okay even when you’re alone. So I’m going to walk on through the rest of the haunted house, all the way to the end, and you’re going to stay in here with this ghost for ...”

I was going to say “fifteen minutes,” but I just can’t, not while there’s so much panic spreading across Thad’s face.

“Five minutes,” I say, and even that feels like I’ve just done something awful, like kicking a kitten.

“No, please,” Thad whimpers, and his voice sounds like it did when he was a toddler. You shouldn’t ever have to be this mean to someone you used to drive around in a Little Tikes Cozy Coupe when you were three.

It’s for his own good, I remind myself.

I turn toward the doorway and hurry out, before I can go all soft and change my mind. Out of the corner of my eye, I get a glimpse of the ghost, who’s floating over toward Thad now.

“Will you help me?” the ghost asks him.

Keep walking, I tell myself. Keep. Walking.

I wonder if my parents felt this awful when they dropped me off at day care for the first time, or sent me off to kindergarten or—did they even know what I was getting into?—watched me get on the bus for middle school. Didn’t they see Anthony Gorgonzola lurking at the back of that bus? Didn’t they ever have a teacher as terrifying as Hatchetface Hutchinson?

You can still hear Thad if he screams for help, I remind myself.

I’m hoping the rest of the house will be scary enough to distract me from worrying about Thad, but it’s just dusty and deserted. There’s a bunch of old-fashioned toy soldiers on the floor in the dining room. And there’s a petrified-looking loaf of bread on the kitchen counter. Except for a little more graffiti—including words you wouldn’t think 4-H members would be allowed to use—that’s pretty much it. No more ghosts pop out at me, no one chases me with a chainless chain saw, no one even asks me to stick my hand in a bowl of cold spaghetti to pretend it’s brains or guts.

Guess the Bloomingburg Bunnies and Chicks 4-H Club blew their whole haunted-house budget on spray paint and that one sweet hologram projector, I think as I let myself out the back door. And they’re not going to make their money back because nobody’s here but me and Thad.

I sit down on the back step, which is just an old, decaying wood plank balanced on concrete blocks. Above my head, the same kind of fake-official signs hang on the back door that Thad and I saw at the front: CONDEMNED: THIS STRUCTURE AT 458 GNARLED PINE DRIVE IS SCHEDULED TO BE TORN DOWN ON OCTOBER 31 and NO TRESPASSING: VIOLATORS WILL BE PROSECUTED TO THE FULL EXTENT OF THE LAW.

I’ve got to admit, the signs are a nice touch. Authentic-looking. Just like the ghost. But still—why wasn’t there any fake blood? Or a strobe-lit murder scene? Or volunteers dressed up like vampires and zombies and ghouls, all jumping out at Thad and me at once?

For the first time it hits me just how weird it is that, if you don’t count the fake ghost, I haven’t seen a single other person since we got here. I was so focused on training Thad to be brave that I didn’t think about the fact that nobody was at the front door taking our money. We just tossed it into a box on a table in the front room and kept going.

You’d think a 4-H club would have a bunch of people standing around offering to sell you home-grown pumpkins or something when you got done. And, really, it’s the weekend before Halloween. Why don’t they have any other customers?

I didn’t exactly tell Aunt Myrna we were going to a haunted house. I said we were going to the church hayride—which we are! We are! Just not until later tonight. So she dropped us off at the Methodist church five blocks away, and then Thad and I walked to the address I printed out from the internet.

I dig in the back pocket of my jeans and pull out the folded-up printout: HAUNTED HOUSE, it says, 548 GNARLED PINE DRIVE....

Suddenly I have chills.

Five forty-eight? I think. Five forty-eight? I thought for sure it was 458!

I look back at the sign on the door. Then I peer across several backyards toward the next block. There are dozens of cars lining the cross street, with people getting in and out. And beyond that street, on a back porch that’s much bigger than the rotting piece of wood under my rear, there’s a whole crowd of people laughing and talking and joke-screaming. They look like they’ve just come out of a haunted house.

A fake haunted house, I mean, the kind that a 4-H club puts on as a fund-raiser, just for fun.

Not like the one I’m at, one that’s old and empty and—

Real?

I jump up and race back into the house. I don’t think about my own safety. I don’t think about my own fear. I’m more focused than I’ve ever been before in my entire life.

“Thad!” I scream. “Thad! Get out of there!”

I race past the petrified bread on the kitchen counter and the toy soldiers on the dining room floor. I step on one of them and it crunches under my foot and I don’t even break my stride.

I burst into the room with the ghost, and he and Thad are sitting together in matching velvet chairs.

“Thad!” I scream. “The ghost is real! This house really is haunted! Run!”

I kind of expect Thad to jump up and start screaming like a maniac—well, like I’m screaming—but he doesn’t move.

“Thad!” I shout again. “Are you too scared to run? Do you need me to carry you
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